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The United Nations Sustainable Development Goals (hereafter UN’s SDGs) for 2030 
call on all to contribute to ensuring a sustainable environment for the benefit of 
current and future generations, while the United Nations Global Compact appeals to 
businesses to take the lead in ensuring the achievement of Agenda 2030 by 2030. 
This study focused on understanding how the 23 JSE-listed companies that were 
selected for investigation contributed to the UN’s SDGs based on the disclosures 
they included in their integrated reports. Of the 23 companies, which represented the 
mining, banking, mobile telecommunications and general retail industries, only seven 
disclosed how they contributed to the UN’s SDGs. The 2019 integrated reports were 
analysed, and the results indicated that the companies understood the goals of 
Agenda 2030, which guided their contributions to the UN’s SDGs.  
 
This study highlighted ways in which different industries can work together towards 
achieving the UN’s SDGs, and this is encouraged by Goal 17: Partnerships for the 
goals. The disclosures included the reports of the selected companies can be used 
to define best practice which will ensure comparability and consistency. This study 
also suggested other avenues that can be explored in this field. 
 
Keywords: United Nations, integrated reporting, integrated reports <IR>, 































GLOSSARY OF ABBREVIATIONS AND TERMS  
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UN’s SDGs   United Nations Sustainable Development Goals  
VNR    Voluntary National Review 
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Sustainable development refers to the preservation of resources required to meet the 
basic needs of people to ensure their continued availability to future generations. With 
millions of people living without dignity in extreme poverty and inequality, sustainable 
development remains a challenge (United Nations, 2015). The United Nations 
(hereafter referred to as “the UN”) pointed out that due to developments in information 
and communications technology that have enabled global connectedness and allowed 
businesses and communities to bridge the digital divide, immense opportunities exist 
to improve lives and ensure a sustainable planet.  
 
In September 2015, the UN presented its an agenda for sustainable development - 
Agenda 2030 for Sustainable Development (hereafter referred to as “Agenda 2030”), 
which includes 17 Sustainable Development Goals (hereafter referred to as the “UN’s 
SDGs”) and 169 targets that further elaborate on the stated goals. The focus of the 
UN’s SDGs is to end poverty, fight inequality and injustice, and maintain a sustainable 
planet for generations to come. The current generation is encouraged to use vital 
resources wisely to meet their needs without disadvantaging future generations 
(United Nations, 2015).  
 
The United Nations Global Compact (hereafter the “UN Global Compact”) (2019), 
which is the UN’s non-binding pact put in place to encourage businesses to be more 
sustainable and socially responsible, and to report on their practices, mentions that 
businesses are the major contributors to the economy and have a significant role to 
play in achieving the UN’s SDGs. Through their operations they have a significant 
impact on the environment and affect the livelihoods of people in several ways, for 
example by providing employment, which confirms their important role in achieving 
the goals of Agenda 2030. Businesses should turn the 17 UN SDGs into goals and 
objectives for their businesses and align their strategies to them (United Nations, 
2019). In terms of reporting on their practices, businesses use corporate reporting to 
communicate the strategies followed to create value for the economy and society. 
According to the International Integrated Reporting Council (2019) (hereafter “the 
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IIRC”), the main report used to disclose how a business creates value for its 
stakeholders, the economy and society is the integrated report (hereafter the “<IR>”).  
 
1.1.1. What are the UN’s SDGs?  
 
In September 2015, a meeting attended by heads of state and government and other 
high-level representatives was held at the United Nations headquarters in New York. 
This meeting led to the announcement of the 17 UN SDGs, which became effective 
on 1 January 2016. The aim is to meet these goals, generally referred to as Agenda 
2030, by the year 2030. Figure 1.1 below shows the icons for the 17 UN’s SDGs, 
which are focused on society, the environment and the economy.  
 
Figure 1.1: Sustainable development goals  
  
Source: United Nations, 2019 
 
The aims of the 17 UN’s SDGs, which are further detailed in the 169 accompanying 
targets, are summarised below.  
- Goal 1: No poverty focuses on the eradication of extreme poverty and ensuring 
equal rights to economic resources.  
- Goal 2: Zero hunger aims to end hunger and all forms of malnutrition and 
increase agricultural activity by uplifting small-scale producers. 
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- Goal 3: Good health and wellbeing aims to end the epidemics of HIV/AIDS and 
TB, reduce the mortality of new-born and premature infants, and children under 
the age of five years.  
- Goal 4: Quality education focuses on ensuring free, equitable education that is 
accessible to all, regardless of gender, increasing the skill set and eliminating 
gender disparities in education. 
- Goal 5: Gender equality aims to eliminate all discrimination, violence and 
harmful practices.  
- Goal 6: Clean water and sanitation is focused on ensuring safe and affordable 
drinking water for all. 
- Goal 7: Affordable and clean energy aims to increase access to sustainable 
energy sources. 
- Goal 8: Decent work and economic growth is focused on increasing economic 
growth while protecting the labour force and ensuring safe and secure 
workspaces. 
- Goal 9: Industry, innovation and infrastructure focuses on sustainable 
industrialisation.  
- Goal 10: Reduced inequalities aim to ensure opportunities and a reduction in 
inequalities of outcome, such as eliminating discrimination.  
- Goal 11: Sustainable cities and communities focuses on affordable and safe 
housing, including access to basic services.  
- Goal 12: Responsible consumption and production focuses on a number of 
issues, such as encouraging companies to adopt sustainable practices.  
- Goal 13: Climate action aims to include climate change in the policies, 
strategies and planning of national governments.  
- Goal 14: Life below water aims to implement measures to protect the marine 
population.  
- Goal 15: Life on land aims to drive plans to conserve, restore and ensure 
sustainable land use.  
- Goal 16: Peace, justice and strong institutions aims to reduce all forms of 
violence.  
- Goal 17: Partnerships for the goals calls for all parties, private and public, to 




Although the UN’s SDGs are global and call for global partnerships in their 
implementation (Goal 17: Partnerships for the goals), recognition is given to the fact 
that the process of implementing them will differ from country to country and business 
to business. Depending on their national realities, capacities, levels of development 
and national policies and priorities, each country or business will ascribe different 
levels of priority to these goals (United Nations, 2015).  
 
1.1.2. Reporting on the UN’s SDGs 
 
Since the focus of the UN’s SDGs is on people, the planet, prosperity, peace and 
partnership (United Nations, 2015), the main aspects of sustainability reporting, 
namely the economy, society and the environment, are magnified. As much as 
businesses try to function on their own terms, they are part of a much larger social 
system and an implicit contract, referred to as the social contract, is entered into with 
society. The UN’s SDGs urge businesses to take up the challenge to contribute to the 
achievement of these goals and therefore create the expectation that they will report 
on the contributions they are making in this regard. This disclosure also highlights how 
companies create value for their stakeholders, who include the communities around 
them. According to Rafal Rudzki, a Senior Manager at Deloitte Sustainability 
Consulting Central Europe: “Measuring and disclosing the impact of a company's 
operations is a sign of maturity and readiness to tell the company's story that goes 
beyond offered products or services” (Deloitte, 2019). Therefore, in order to 
communicate their contributions to economic, social and environmental issues and to 
fulfil the social expectation, companies report to society by way of their corporate 
reports, such as the <IR> sustainability report. As mentioned in section 1.1. above, 
the <IR> is the main report for disclosing how a business creates value for its 
stakeholders.  
 
When the UN’s SDGs were implemented in 2016, multinational companies such as 
Unilever and the BT Group in the United Kingdom responded to the UN’s Global 
Compact call to report on sustainability practices by incorporating the goals most 
relevant to their operations in their sustainability reports (Bebbington & Unerman, 
2018). In Central Europe, the winners of the Deloitte Green Frog Awards for the best 
integrated and sustainability reports, with Orange Poland in the first place, disclosed 
 
 5 
their contributions to the SDGs in their integrated and sustainability reports, focusing 
on the ones most relevant to their operations. These awards create awareness of how 
businesses can benefit from sustainable development (Deloitte, 2019). In October 
2018, in an attempt to further increase awareness of the SDGs and come up with 
national and international best practices in related reporting, the UN’s Conference on 
Trade and Development launched the International Standards of Accounting and 
Reporting Honours (hereafter the “ISAR Honours”) (ISAR, 2020). The ISAR Honours 
are also aimed at ensuring the quality and comparability of the disclosures businesses 
include in their corporate reports on their contributions to the achievement of the 
SDGs. According to ISAR 2020, the SAMCODES Standards Committee in South 
Africa was one of the honourees for the ISAR Honours 2019.  
 
South Africa plays a prominent role in setting the standard for the quality of integrated 
reporting in the world and South African companies follow international trends in 
corporate reporting (Clayton, Rogerson & Rampedi, 2015). South Africa’s history and 
political environment contributes to the country’s role in sustainability reporting. Due 
to the weaknesses identified in sustainability reporting, which failed to align the 
companies’ strategies and financial performance to environmental, social and 
governance matters, integrated reporting has gained more traction in the reporting of 
sustainable development (Eccles, Krzus & Solano, 2019). In South Africa, companies 
with a listing on the Johannesburg Stock Exchange (hereafter referred to as the JSE) 
are required to prepare integrated reports as stipulated in the JSE listing requirements 
(Eccles et al., 2019). The Integrated Reporting Committee of South Africa (hereafter 
the “IRC SA”), backed by the International Integrated Reporting Council (hereafter 
referred to as the “IIRC”) has identified the <IR> as the key report for quality disclosure 
regarding contributions to the UN’s SDGs (IRC SA, 2017). 
 
By disclosing their contributions to achieving the SDGs in their <IR>s, companies will 
be achieving Goal 12: Ensure sustainable consumption and production patterns. 
Target 12.6 of Transforming our world: Agenda 2030 requires companies to include 
information on their sustainable practices in their reporting (United Nations, 2019), 





1.2. Research problem 
 
Although there are initiatives such as the ISAR Honours, which aim to determine 
national and international best practices for reporting on the UN’s SDGs, their focus 
tends to be more high-level and does not filter down to the company or business level. 
For example, the ISAR 2019 Honouree SAMCODES Standards Committee in South 
Africa focuses only on mineral reporting (ISAR, 2020). The <IR>s of the JSE-listed 
companies in the mining industry included in this study will need to be inspected to 
confirm the use of the SAMCODES as a guide for reporting on their contributions to 
Agenda 2030. However, this would not be sufficient to conclude that there are 
standards that can be used as best practice. South Africa was actively involved in the 
development of the indicators of the SDGs through Statistics SA and as a result should 
be seen at the forefront of informing best practices for achieving the UN’s SDGs.  
 
The research problem is therefore that the standard of best practice for SDG reporting, 
i.e. for the disclosure of contributions made towards achieving the UN’s SDGs in the 
<IR>s or other corporate reports by JSE-listed companies in South Africa, has not 
been established. South Africa holds a prominent position with regard to the quality 
and content of the <IR>s prepared by companies listed on the JSE. Contributions to 
the UN’s SDGs that are key to sustainability would therefore be expected to be 
explicitly disclosed in the <IR>s or other corporate reports of JSE-listed companies 
and would be suitable for defining best practice. 
 
1.3. Research objective and purpose of the study 
 
The main objective of this study is to examine the <IR>s of 23 selected JSE-listed 
companies to determine their contributions to the achievement of the UN’s 17 SDGs 
with a view to achieving the goals of Agenda 2030, and whether these contributions 
can be used to define best practice and as input into the VNRs 
 
The secondary objectives of this study are to: 
- determine whether the current disclosures relating to the UN’s SDGs made by 
23 JSE-listed companies in their <IR>s are aligned to the companies’ 
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strategies, and whether they are changing their operations in order to contribute 
to achieving the UN’s SDGs; 
- determine whether other frameworks, such as the Global Reporting Initiative 
(hereafter referred to as “GRI”) guidelines, were referred to in the <IR>s in 
respect of how the contributions to the UN’s SDGs were measured; 
- determine if Materiality as defined in the <IR> framework was used in the 
process of prioritising certain SDGs over others; and 
- determine whether disclosures in the <IR>s that relate to the UN’s SDGs can 
be used to define best practice, and whether it can be used as input for the 
Voluntary National Review (hereafter referred to as the “VNR”) that is tabled at 
the UN’s High-level Political Forum (hereafter referred to as the “UN’s HLPF”) 
on sustainable development. To achieve comparability between companies 
and countries, best practice must be defined.  
 
1.4. Research design and methodology  
 
1.4.1. Research paradigm and approach  
 
This study encompasses aspects of an epistemological approach. This approach 
involves understanding the different routes taken to obtain knowledge - the process of 
reasoning – as well as memory (The University of Sheffield, 2019).  An interpretative 
approach is used to gather qualitative data based on an analysis of the disclosures 
relating to the UN’s SDGs in the <IR> for the selected JSE-listed companies. An 
interpretative approach analyses and interprets information. In the case of this study, 
the information consists of the disclosure practices reported on in the <IR>s relating 
to contributions to the realisation of the UN’s SDGs. Qualitative research follows a 
systematic approach (Family Health International, n.d.) to collect previously unknown 
evidence to answer questions.   
 
1.4.2. Research method 
 
According to Creswell (2009), a qualitative study is one in which the researcher derives 
meaning from the data under study. This study is a qualitative study and the aim is to 
provide a subjective view of the data analysed. This study analyses the disclosures 
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made in the <IR>s of 23 JSE-listed companies regarding their contributions to the 
achievement of the UN’s SDGs. Seven questions that target the disclosures and made 
reference to materiality in the <IR> framework were used to analyse the disclosures 
in the <IR>s and other corporate reports. The questions targeted certain sections of 
the <IR>. Qualitative information was examined, and although certain quantitative 
information relating to the UN’s SDGs was also considered, the latter was not the 
focus of the study.  
 
1.4.3. Data sources and collection  
 
The data used for this study consisted of secondary data in the form of <IR>s and 
other corporate reports compiled by the 23 JSE-listed companies selected for this 
study. Secondary data refers to existing data that is available to the researcher (or the 
general public) and was collected from primary sources by a party other than the 
researcher (FormPlus, 2020). The <IR>s and other corporate reports, such as the 
sustainability reports for JSE-listed companies, are publicly available on their 
websites. The websites of the selected companies were the main sources of 




The process of sampling commences with the identification of the target population for 
a study, followed by the selection of the sampling frame, after which the sampling 
technique is chosen and the sample size is determined (Taherdoost, 2016). For this 
study the target population consisted of JSE-listed companies that are required by the 
JSE to produce <IR>s on an annual basis. The sampling frame was the companies 
that were included in the rankings for the EY Excellence in Integrated Reporting 
Awards in 2019. The sampling technique used was convenience sampling, which 
involves selecting samples that are readily available. For this study the rankings done 
on the JSE-listed companies for the awards were readily available and the <IR>s could 
be easily accessed. South Africa is one of the top producers of quality <IR>s and of 
the 23 local companies selected for this study, 10 received Honours awards and 13 
were rated as excellent by EY (EY, 2019). The companies were from different JSE 
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industry sectors and were therefore seen as a representative sample for the purposes 
of this study.  
 
1.4.5. Data analysis 
 
In order to determine best practice per sector, the companies were classified 
according to the relevant JSE industry sectors, for example banking, mining, general 
retailers and mobile telecommunications. The SDGs disclosed by the various 
companies will be tabulated and compared. Seven questions were formulated and a 
three-point scoring system ranging from poor (1 point) to excellent (3 points) was used 
to determine how well the companies understood the purpose of the UN’s SDGs, and 
how their operations have been changed in order to contribute to achieving the SDGs 
in order to inform best practices. Professional judgement was applied in determining 
the appropriate score. The results of this scoring were used to evaluate whether the 
disclosures by the companies in the sample could define best practice and be used 
as input to the VNRs tabled at the UN’s HLPF on sustainable development.  
 
1.4.6. Reliability and validity  
 
A study is considered to be reliable if, when repeated, it produces the same results 
(Cypress, 2017). The disclosures in the <IR>s related to the UN’s SDGs was analysed 
against Agenda 2030 and the same analysis was performed for all the <IR>s. This 
study involves the analysis of <IR>s for JSE listed companies that can be assessed 
by a third and independent party and yield the same results. This is because the 
assessment is done against Agenda 2030 which is unambiguous.   
 
Validity refers to the justifiability and relevance of the results of the study (Cypress, 
2017). The results of this study were expected to address what the JSE-listed 
companies disclosed in their <IR>s regarding the UN’s SDGs. Seven questions 
relating to disclosure were answered to conclude on whether the disclosures could be 
used to inform best practices for companies listed on the JSE and as input to the 
VNRs. The results of this study based on the grading questions can provide good 




1.5. Contribution of the study  
 
This study is expected to make a theoretical contribution to reporting on the UN’s 
SDGs by South African companies. Very few studies have so far been undertaken in 
this field, but several initiatives have been implemented at an international level to 
raise awareness. It is hoped that the findings of this study will assist in increasing 
awareness of reporting on the UN’s SDGs.   
 
1.6. Ethical considerations  
 
This study focuses on 23 JSE-listed companies whose <IR>s are available to the 
public on their websites. The companies are listed in Appendix A: List of top-rated 
companies in EY’s Excellence in Integrated Reporting Awards 2019. Information 
included in the <IR>s was analysed against the UN’s SDGs. In order to avoid ethical 
infringements and harm to the reputation of the companies, their names are withheld 
in the interpretation of the results of the study.  
 
1.7. Limitations of the study  
 
Two limitations noted in the course of this study could be addressed by future research 
in this field. First, the study included only 23 JSE-listed companies chosen on the basis 
of their selection for the EY Excellence in Integrated Reporting Awards 2019. These 
awards recognise the best <IR>s prepared by companies according to the <IR> 
framework. This framework does not include guidelines on SDG reporting, but the 
<IR> was identified as the best for reporting on the UN’s SDGs as it is used by 
companies to report on how they create value for their stakeholders.  
 
Second, the sample included only JSE-listed companies. Other companies that do 
prepare <IR>s but are not listed were excluded, even though they might have better 
disclosures. Extending the study to non-listed companies that produce <IR>s may 






1.8. Structure of the study  
 
This study consists of five chapters: 
 
Chapter 2: Literature review 
This chapter explores existing literature on the different accounting theories that 
support the need and reasoning behind the disclosure of companies’ contributions to 
the UN’s SDGs in their <IR>s or other corporate reports. South Africa’s prominent role 
in sustainable development and the VNRs tabled at the UN’s HLPF will also be 
discussed.  
 
Chapter 3: Research methodology 
This chapter delves deeper into the research strategy and highlights the objectives of 
the study, the study population and the sample selected for this study, the data 
collection process and how the data was analysed. The chapter concludes with a 
discussion of the ethical considerations.  
 
Chapter 4: Research findings 
Chapter 4 provides an analysis of the results in line with the objectives of the study. 
 
Chapter 5: Conclusion 
This chapter concludes on whether the results of the study achieved its objectives and 







CHAPTER 2: LITERATURE REVIEW  
 
2.1. Introduction  
 
This chapter presents a review of literature relating to the contributions to achieving 
Agenda 2030. A literature review involves an in-depth analysis of a topic that is backed 
by evidence (Bebbington & Unerman, 2019). It aims to identify gaps in existing 
relevant literature with a view to determining which areas require further research (the 
research problem). For the purpose of this study, a theoretical literature review was 
performed. This was done by analysing existing theories and/or concepts and seeking 
to conclude that the current theories or concepts do not address new research 
problems (University of Southern Carolina (USC), 2020). The unit of analysis is 
frameworks and tools developed around how businesses can contribute to the 
achievement of Agenda 2030, and how their contributions can be measured and 
reported on. The purpose of this research study was to analyse and assess a sample 
of JSE-listed companies’ disclosures of their contributions to Agenda 2030. In order to 
understand how companies make decisions regarding the disclosure of certain 
information, especially information relating to social, economic and environmental 
issues, it is essential to explore the system-oriented theories that motivate disclosures. 
This literature review was structured to explore and understand some of the system-
oriented theories. Since the history of South Africa with regard to sustainability plays 
a significant role in the country’s contribution to Agenda 2030, the progress that has 
been made to rectify the effects of apartheid on sustainability and environmental 
issues are discussed. This will be followed by a discussion of the collaboration 
between the GRI, the UN Global Compact and the World Business Council for 
Sustainable Development (hereafter the “WBCSD”) in the development of tools to be 
used by businesses to address contributions to Agenda 2030, and finally the move 
from sustainability reporting to integrated reporting will be explained.  
 
2.2. System-oriented theories  
 
Several studies have been undertaken in an attempt to understand why corporate 
management elect to disclose certain information to external parties (Deegan, 2017). 
This led to the discussions of theoretical perspectives that motivate disclosures by 
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corporate management. For the purpose of this study, the legitimacy theory, the 
stakeholder theory and the institutional theory were explored and the understanding 
obtained was used to assess the disclosures made by JSE-listed companies regarding 
their contributions to Agenda 2030.  
 
Fernando and Lawrence (2014) emphasise the interrelated nature of these theories, 
which show some similarities, and point out that they should not be viewed as 
competing theories. It is further argued that there is not a single theory that can be 
used to explain and understand social, economic and environmental issues, and due 
to the complexities involved, a framework of interrelated theories is used.  
 
2.2.1. The legitimacy theory 
 
According to Deegan (2017), the legitimacy theory focuses on what makes a business 
legitimate in the eyes of society. He further states that time and place affect legitimacy, 
and that it is also dependent on the social system in which a business operates. It is 
essential to note that businesses do not operate in a vacuum but are responsible for 
the communities in which they operate. The legitimacy theory introduces the “social 
contract”, which drives the need for businesses to be seen as operating within the 
norms and expectations of the communities around them. These norms and 
expectations revolve around the businesses’ involvement in addressing social issues 
such as poverty, unemployment and infrastructure development, which will in effect 
address economic and environmental issues and avoid legitimacy gaps. According to 
Deegan (2017), a legitimacy gap is identified when a business fails to meet the 
expectations implied by the social contract. Legitimacy gaps can result in businesses 
losing the social system’s confidence, experiencing drops in their market share and 
lower demand for their products or services, all of which are not ideal as reputational 
damage can take years to restore.  
 
With regards to the legitimacy theory, the key problem is that the disclosures made by 
businesses in order to honour the social contract could potentially not be a true 
reflection of what is actually happening in their operations. It does not make provision 
for a further step to match disclosures to actual operations and strategy, which means 
that certain disclosures can be made to sway or redirect the attention from the less 
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admirable aspects of the businesses’ operations and their impact on social, economic 
and environmental issues. Therefore, it is essential to also analyse strategies and 
operations to assess how they reflect disclosures. 
 
2.2.2. The stakeholder theory  
 
The stakeholder theory, according to Gaffikin (2008), seeks to address the concerns 
of all the interested parties to whom a business is accountable. Stakeholders include 
investors, creditors, employees, environmentalists, government and the community at 
large. Their interests range from the businesses’ economic impact in the form of 
earnings to the impact of their operations on the environment and their legality. 
 
Deegan (2017) states that existing research has failed to adequately define the 
meaning of the term stakeholder, and  refers to Hasnas (1998), who confirms that the 
stakeholder theory has been used to refer to both the theory of management and the 
theory of business ethics, without any clear distinction.  
 
As mentioned above, stakeholder theory is criticised for not being clearly defined and 
distinguished in practice. In analysing and assessing the disclosures relating to 
Agenda 2030, identifying the stakeholders addressed and then moving to defining 
stakeholders would deepen the understanding of why management made the decision 
to disclose certain information.  
 
2.2.3. The institutional theory 
 
Businesses that are seen to take the lead in addressing social, economic and 
environmental issues gain the confidence of the social system. According to Deegan 
(2017), institutional theory focuses on how certain actions and processes become the 
generally accepted procedures for organisations as a result of regulations, norms and 
culture. To achieve the aims of Agenda 2030, the UN called upon businesses to be 
on the forefront when it comes to innovation and the development of strategies to 
ensure that Agenda 2030 is met by 2030 (United Nations Global Compact, 2019). The 
actions taken by businesses to achieve this will become the norm and the social 
system will expect all businesses to conform.  
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2.2.4. Summary  
 
All the theories discussed above address the social, economic and environmental 
issues that underpin the UN’s 17 SDGs. These theories drive or motivate what 
businesses will do, will not do, will disclose and will not disclose with regard to their 
contributions to Agenda 2030. The shortcomings of the theories, which include the 
disclosure of information that does not align to the businesses’ strategies and 
operations in order to sway the public’s attention, will be explored in the analysis and 
assessment of the disclosures regarding contributions to the achievement of the UN’s 
SDGs.  
 
2.3. Apartheid and its effect on sustainability in South Africa  
 
Before 1994, the South African government concentrated on mining and agriculture, 
which both had and still have an adverse impact on the environment (Department of 
Planning, Monitoring and Evaluation, 2014). Legislation and policies did not address 
sustainability and environmental issues but were designed to protect the interests of 
the government and the minority. Furthermore, the Department highlighted that the 
apartheid government did not regulate environmental issues and used coal-powered 
power stations to generate electricity, which caused environmental degradation. The 
air pollution in areas close to power stations jeopardised the health of communities 
and also had other adverse effects. These problems, which developed as a result of 
the pursuit of economic development, were inherited by the post-apartheid 
government.  
 
In March 2014, the president of the Republic of South Africa at the time launched a 
20-year review that highlighted the progress the country had made in addressing 
sustainable development since 1994. It also highlighted the challenges that were 
being faced and how they would be addressed (Department of Planning, Monitoring 
and Evaluation, 2014). This 20-year review highlighted initiatives implemented to 
address the historical legacy of inequality, which included the following:  
• The Reconstruction and Development Programme (hereafter RDP), which 
supported a path to a sustainable environment 
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• The National Water Act in 1996 
• The National Environmental Management Act (hereafter “NEMA”) in 1998  
• A National Framework for Sustainable Development developed in 2008. 
 
When Agenda 2030, which called for countries to unite in addressing the challenges 
that were being faced with regard to poverty, inequality and the creation of a 
sustainable planet, was adopted in 2015, South Africa appreciated its significance and 
embraced it (The Presidency, 2019). This same unity with the international community 
is what had enabled South Africa to be liberated from apartheid in 1994. Although 
apartheid was declared by the UN as a crime against humanity, traces remain in the 
now democratic South Africa (Sustainable Development Knowledge Platform, 2019). 
In its attempt to reverse and rectify the adverse effects of the apartheid era, South 
Africa is committed to Agenda 2030.  
 
In July 2019, South Africa tabled a VNR to the UN’s HLPF to report on the progress 
made towards achieving Agenda 2030. This report highlighted how, as rotating chair 
of the G77 and China, South Africa had played a significant role in the negotiations 
about the UN’s SDGs and Agenda 2063 of the African Union, which was adopted in 
2013. It also reported on South Africa’s active involvement in the development of the 
indicators for the SDGs through Statistics SA (The Presidency, 2019). This further 
highlighted South Africa’s earlier achievements in respect of addressing the principles 
of the UN’s SDGs in its legal frameworks and government policies. According to the 
2019 VNR, South Africa’s National Development Plan is 74% aligned to the UN’s 
SDGs, which is a further indication that the current policies are consistent with the 
SDGs. According to the 2019 VNR, parties that were consulted in the drafting of the 
report included Government, civil society and the private sector, which included the 
JSE-listed companies investigated for the purpose of this study.  
 
2.4. Collaboration between the GRI, the UN Global Compact and the WBCSD  
 
In August 2018, the GRI, UN Global Compact, PricewaterhouseCoopers (PwC) and 
Shift (a leading centre of expertise on the UN Guiding Principles on Business and 
Human Rights) collaborated to produce a document titled Integrating the SDGs into 
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Corporate Reporting: A practical guide (GRI and UN Global Compact, 2018) which  
stresses the importance of internal communication and decision-making when it 
comes to contributing to the achievement of the UN’s SDGs. The GRI and UN Global 
Compact further reiterated that corporate transparency and accountability are 
promoted by the SDGs.   
 
Many tools have been developed by the GRI (2019), the UN Global Compact (2019) 
and the WBCSD, for example the SDG compass in 2015 (see Figure 2.1 below), to 
help businesses map their strategies and business operations to the SDGs in order to 
measure their contributions to the achievement of Agenda 2030 and increase 
transparency (Bebbington & Unerman, 2019).  
 
Figure 2.1 The 5-step SDG compass  
 
Source: Muff, Kalpaka & Dyllick, 2017 
 
The SDG Compass follows a five-step approach and although it was designed for 
larger multinational companies, small to medium-sized organisations can also use it 
to the extent possible for their businesses. The five steps are explained below:  
i. Understanding the UN’s SDGs. It is of the utmost importance for 
businesses to understand the UN’s SDGs and what they mean for their 
operations. Unlike the Millennium Development Goals, the UN’s SDGs call 
for the involvement of businesses in achieving Agenda 2030.  
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ii. Defining priorities. Businesses have to assess their positive and negative 
impacts on sustainability issues in order to prioritise the SDGs that are 
applicable to their operations.  
iii. Setting goals. Agenda 2030 has a deadline as the aim is to achieve the 
goals by 2030. Businesses have to set realistic goals and timelines to 
achieve the SDGs identified as relevant to their businesses.  
iv. Integrating. It is very important for the UN’s SDGs to be integrated into the 
day-to-day operations of businesses. 
v. Reporting and communicating. In order to measure progress, businesses 
need to report on how they are contributing to the achievement of the UN’s 
SDGs and communicate their progress to stakeholders.  
 
In their discussion of the progress made in reporting on the achievement of the UN’s 
SDGs, Bebbington and Unerman (2019) refer to the BT Group, which made use of the 
SDG compass to map their responses to the SDGs and increase the transparency of 
their reports. Unilever’s approach to addressing contributions to the UN’s SDGs was 
also explored by Bebbington (2019) in his article titled “Achieving the United Nations 
Sustainable Development Goals: An enabling role for accounting research”. Rather 
than use the SDG compass, Unilever provided a thorough analysis of the UN’s SDGs 
that were relevant to their operations.  
 
During the GlobeScan Collaboration Forum on Scoping a Vision Towards 
Accomplishing the SDGs (GRI and Enel, 2019), several delegates pointed out that 
self-selected metrics, such as those suggested by the SDG compass and Integrating 
the SDGs into Corporate Reporting: A practical guide, make it extremely difficult to 
compare businesses. These metrics will also push businesses to hide behind the 
prescribed metrics and disregard their strategies and business models. It is important 
for businesses to understand their responsibilities, what the UN’s SDGs mean to them 
and how they can contribute.  
 
The UN Global Compact, through collaboration with the GRI and WBCSD, introduced 
the SDG Compass in 2015 and the SDG Action Manager in January 2020 to assist 
businesses with understanding and managing their performance with regard to their 
contributions to Agenda 2030 (United Nations Global Compact, 2020). Although 
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significant progress has been made by businesses with regard to the achievement of 
Agenda 2030, there is still more work to be done and a tool like the SDG Action 
Manager can be used to better manage and streamline the processes and strategies 
being developed. The introduction of various tools and guides indicates that although 
it may be said that significant progress has been made by the business community, 
this influx of tools and guides shows that there is not yet a set framework to effectively 
and consistently guide and measure contributions to Agenda 2030 across businesses, 
industries and countries. Businesses refer to various tools and guides that might cause 
conflicting applications of these tools and guides.  
 
The GRI and Enel hold collaboration forums to obtain input on the progress being 
made and challenges being faced in achieving Agenda 2030 from various 
stakeholders and parties in different parts of the world and from different industries. 
On 14 November 2019, GRI and Enel held a collaboration forum that focused on 
“Scoping a vision towards achieving the SDGs” A number of suggestions were made 
to assist not only businesses, but also countries, to achieve Agenda 2030. It was noted 
that it is of the utmost importance to understand stakeholders’ needs and to align them 
to the business’ strategy for achieving Agenda 2030, which is more than just a 
materiality assessment process.  
 
Based on the collaboration forum, it could be concluded that an understanding of the 
UN’s SDGs and their application can promote clarity and better reporting, which will 
change what businesses do and how they conduct business to achieve the SDGs. To 
link this to strategy, board involvement will be required. It is also important to note that 
the negative externalities on the UN’s SDGs should not be excluded when addressing 
Agenda 2030. Another avenue to be explored is the development of an audit system 
for the UN’s SDGs that will look at adherence to the SDGs that are relevant to specific 
businesses (GRI and Enel, 2019).  
 
2.5. Sustainability reporting vs integrated reporting 
 
Considering that most JSE-listed companies are likely to disclose their contributions 
to Agenda 2030 in their <IR>s, it is essential to understand the move from 
sustainability reporting to integrated reporting. A sustainability report, with guidelines 
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that are mostly governed by the GRI (2019), details the impact of the activities of a 
business on the economy, society and environment. Sustainability reporting must 
reflect the impacts that matter the most to a business and the way in which these 
matters are aligned to the business’ strategy and resource allocation (GRI and UN 
Global Compact, 2018). According to the GRI (2019), sustainability reporting is built 
into integrated reporting and can be described as triple bottom-line reporting or 
corporate social responsibility.  
 
According to Clayton et al. (2015), the connection between an organisation’s strategy, 
financial performance and economic, social and environmental impacts, including 
governance issues, is not clearly defined in the conventional annual financial reports. 
They further state that since 2010 South African JSE-listed companies have been 
required to prepare <IR>s, which are governed by the IIRC, as opposed to the former 
sustainability report. The <IR> framework provides the guiding principles and content 
elements for the content of an <IR> (IIRC, n.d.).  
 
The <IR> is the key to achieving the quality disclosure required to reflect an 
organisation’s contribution to the UN’s SDGs and “The International <IR> Framework 
(IIRC, 2013) provides an opportunity for organisations seeking to respond to the SDGs 
to get board level attention for integrating them into strategy and reporting” (IRC SA, 
2017). The GRI is also on the forefront of pushing countries to be explicit in identifying 
and addressing global sustainable development by businesses. The GRI has backing 
from the UN’s HLPF (Van de Wijs, 2019).  
 
According to paragraph 79 of Agenda 2030, countries are being urged to conduct 
regular VNRs of their progress towards achieving the UN’s SDGs (United Nations, 
2015). The reviews serve as a platform to share information on successes, failures 
and challenges faced in achieving the UN’s SDGs in order to ensure the achievement 
of Agenda 2030 by 2030 (United Nations Department of Economic and Social Affairs, 
2019). South Africa is one of the countries that tabled VNRs on the progress made 
towards the achievement of the UN’s SDGs at the UN HLPF on Sustainable 
Development for 2030, which was convened by the UN Economic and Social Council 
(Smith, 2019). JSE-listed companies can significantly contribute to the country’s VNRs 
by disclosing their contributions to achieving Agenda 2030 in their <IR>s. 
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2.6. Conclusion  
 
South Africa holds a prominent position in the world with regard to its quality integrated 
reporting and sustainability reporting. The use of <IR>s to disclose contributions to 
Agenda 2030 and volunteering to table regular VNRs earn society’s trust in a country 
fighting to address social, environmental and economic issues and achieve Agenda 
2030 by 2030. With less than 10 years left it is essential for businesses and countries 
to evaluate their progress, disclose their contributions to stakeholders and make the 


















CHAPTER 3: RESEARCH METHODOLOGY 
 
3.1. Introduction  
 
This chapter focuses on the research strategy, the sample population and sampling, 
and data collection and analysis. Before addressing the above, the research problem, 
scope of the research, and the design for this study will be discussed. Attention will 
also be given to ethical considerations and a summary will conclude the chapter. The 
objectives of this study have been detailed in Chapter 1 under 1.3 Research objective 
and purpose of the study.  
 
3.2. Research strategy 
 
3.2.1. Research problem 
 
The purpose of this research was to gain an understanding of the disclosures included 
the <IR>s or other corporate reports compiled by South African JSE-listed companies 
on their contributions towards achieving the UN’s SDGs in order to determine if the 
disclosures can be used to inform best practice for SDG reporting. The research will 
also assess whether the standard disclosures are consistent to such an extent that 
they will allow for comparisons between JSE-listed companies in the same JSE 
industry sector. With investors making sustainability an important aspect of their 
decision-making process, it is essential for companies in the same industry to have 
comparable and consistent disclosures to aid decision-making. South Africa holds a 
prominent position in the world with regard to the quality and content of the <IR>s 
produced by companies listed on the JSE. It would be expected that such 
contributions, which are key to sustainability, will be explicitly disclosed in the <IR>s 
or other corporate reports of JSE-listed companies.  
 
3.2.2. Scope of the research  
 
This research is qualitative in nature and involves the assessment and analysis of the 
<IR>s or other corporate reports of JSE-listed companies for the 2019 financial year. 
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Other corporate reports include reports such as the Sustainability Report, which can 
be separate from the <IR>.  
 
3.2.3.  Research design 
 
Research design can be explained by the following analogy: Before construction can 
begin, deadlines are set or materials are purchased, it is important to know what type 
of building is being built and for what purpose it will be used. The same applied to the 
research undertaken for this paper: There had to be structure before the process of 
data collection and subsequent analysis could be initiated (New York University, 
2019). This required the development of a framework for planning the responses to 
the research problem and determining exactly what would be included. The purpose 
of the research design is to ensure that the results obtained effectively address the 
research problem without leaving room for confusion or misinterpretation.  
 
According to De Vaus (2001), the research problem drives the research design. In the 
case of this study, the research objective required the analysis and assessment of 
disclosures in the <IR>s or other corporate reports of the selected JSE-listed 
companies to address the research problem detailed in section 1.2, which determined 
the research design. The research involved the subjective description of the 
understanding obtained by analysing and assessing the <IR>s and other reports, 
making it qualitative research. This type of research allows for flexibility in the 
approach as the research process progresses. Qualitative research is used when the 
main purpose is to address the research problem by providing meaning and 
perspective from the researcher’s point of view (Hammarberg, Kirkman & De Lacey, 
2016).  
 
When planning how to address a research problem, it is essential to determine the 
type of data that will be needed. This will ensure that the research problem is 
effectively addressed. The two types of data that can be used are primary data and 
secondary data. Primary data is data collected for analysis by way of interviews, 
surveys or even experiments, whereas secondary data is data obtained from content 
already gathered or prepared by someone else, such as statistical records or 
integrated reports (McCombes, 2019). When secondary data is used, the researcher 
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has no control over the validity and reliability of the data. For the purposes of this 
research, secondary data in the form of annual <IR>s or other corporate reports by 
JSE-listed companies were used to address the research problem. Since some 
external assurance is given over the annual <IR>s of these companies before 
publication, they can be seen as reliable and are readily available on their websites. 
The <IR>s provided the sustainability-related disclosures that could be linked to the 
UN’s SDGs.  
 
3.3.  Study population and sample  
 
South African companies are known for producing quality <IR>s. Therefore, in order 
to understand the disclosures relating to the UN’s SDGs, the sample for this study was 
selected from the EY Excellence in Integrated Reporting Awards list for 2019 (the 
population). EY annually conducts a survey to determine and benchmark the 
standards of excellence in the quality of <IR>s and compliance with the <IR> 
framework. The companies on this list were chosen as the study population as the top 
companies would have contributed to South Africa’s reputation as a country producing 
quality <IR>s.  
 
The annual EY Excellence in Integrated Reporting Awards place the companies in 
categories ranging from “Honours” (these are companies with high-quality <IR>s that 
comply with the <IR> framework) to “Progress to be made” (the companies whose 
<IR>s need improvement to comply with the <IR> framework). A total of 23 companies 
in the Honours and Excellent categories were chosen as the sample for the study. 
These companies covered a range of JSE industry sectors. The JSE industry sector 
classification according to African Markets (2019) was used. Figure 3.1 below shows 













Figure 3.1: Sample selection per JSE industry sector  
 
   
Source: African markets (2019) 
Figure 3.1 above clearly shows that banking (22%) and mining (13%) are the best 
represented industries. These two industries play a significant role in the national 
economy. Out of the 37 JSE industry sectors (refer to Appendix C: Summary of 
companies per JSE Industry Sector), 14, shown in figure 3.1 above, were represented 
by the sample selected. In order to perform the analysis, these sectors will be further 
summarised in the SA sector classification derived from the Industry Classification 
Benchmark as follows (JSE, 2013):  
 
- SA Resources: Companies in the oil and gas, and basic materials sectors
   (hereafter “Resources”)  




















Health care equipment and services




Oil and gas producers
Real estate investment trusts
 
 26 
- SA Industrials: All companies not in the above sectors  
 
Refer to Appendix D: Industry Classification Benchmark summary for the sample 
selected  
 
3.4. Data collection process  
 
The data was collected from the websites of the 23 JSE-listed companies as explained 
in section 3.2. The annual <IR>s and other corporate reports compiled by JSE-listed 
companies are readily available on their websites and provide disclosures on 
contributions to the achievement of the UN’s SDGs, which are the subject of this study. 
Most companies prepare separate sustainability reports that are not part of but are 
referred to in their <IR>s. Disclosures in those reports were also assessed and 
analysed. The websites of the selected companies were the main sources of 
secondary data collected for the purposes of this study. 
 
3.5. Data analysis  
 
The <IR>s of the selected JSE companies for the 2019 financial year were analysed 
and assessed for the purpose of this study. This type of analysis is referred to as 
content analysis. Seven questions (refer to Appendix B: Grading questions) were 
formulated by the researcher to enable the collation of information on disclosures 
regarding the UN’s SDG’s in the <IR>s and other corporate reports of the 23 JSE-
listed companies. The questions were based on the research objectives discussed in 
section 3.2.3 and the definition of materiality in the <IR> framework. The first question 
aimed to determine whether a company’s <IR> or any other corporate reports 
contained any disclosures regarding the UN’s SGDs, and in which section of the 
reports they were found. The questions that follow were more focused on addressing 
the research objectives by gaining an understanding of how the companies prioritised 
certain SDGs, disclosures around actions taken to meet the goals and the alignment 
of the goals with their strategies and operations. The purpose of these questions was 
to detect any possible similarities, differences and sequences. Each company was 
scored on all the questions by using a 3-point scoring system (3=Excellent; 2= Fair; 
1=Poor) for indicating how the information was perceived to be reported in the <IR>. 
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Appendix B: Grading questions provided the criteria for each question used to 
determine the scoring from one to three. To ensure that the results produced were 
meaningful and addressed the research problem, extreme care and due diligence 
were exercised in analysing the data.  
 
3.6. Ethical considerations  
 
The study focused on 23 JSE-listed companies whose <IR>s are available to the 
public on their websites. These companies are listed in the Honours and Excellent 
categories of the EY Excellence in Integrated Reporting Awards 2019 report (see 
Appendix A: List of top-rated companies in EY’s Excellence in Integrated Reporting 
Awards 2019). Information included in those reports was analysed against the UN’s 
SDGs. In order to avoid any harm to the reputation of the companies and any possible 
legal infringements, their names were withheld in the interpretation of the results of 
the study. 
 
The research was not in contravention of the University of Johannesburg College of 
Business and Economics’ (CBE) Professional Code of Ethics and ethical clearance 
was obtained from the CBE. 
 
 
3.7. Summary  
 
The study involved an analysis and assessment of the <IR>s of 23 JSE-listed 
companies selected from the EY Excellence in Integrated Reporting Awards 2019 
report. The purpose was to gain an understanding of the disclosures relating to the 
UN’s SDGs so as to determine how the companies contributed to meeting Agenda 
2030. The conclusions were based on the responses to the seven questions in 








CHAPTER 4: RESEARCH FINDINGS  
 
4.1. Introduction  
 
This study was undertaken to determine which disclosures regarding the UN’s SDGs 
JSE-listed companies included in their <IR>s. The <IR>s of 23 companies selected 
from the EY Excellence in Integrated Reporting 2019 awards list were studied and the 
disclosures were evaluated by using a grading scale with questions designed to assist 
in arriving at a conclusion regarding contributions to the achievement of Agenda 2030. 
This chapter contains a discussion of the responses to each of the seven grading 
questions as per Appendix B and the link to the research objectives in Chapter 3.  
 
4.2. Disclosure of the UN’s SDGs in the <IR>s 
 
In this section the focus was on whether the UN’s SDGs were referred to in a 
company’s <IR> and in which section of the <IR> they were disclosed. This was 
addressed by Grading Question 1: Were the 2030 United Nations’ Sustainable 
Development Goals (UN’s SDGs) included in the <IR>, and in which section were they 
included? Fourteen of the selected JSE-listed companies disclosed the UN’s SDGs in 
their <IR>s, four did so in other reports, such as the Sustainability Report, and five did 
not provide any disclosure in their corporate reports that accompanied their <IR>s, but 
included some information on the UN’s SDGs on their official websites. It is worth 
taking note of the fact that of the four companies that made use of other corporate 
reports for disclosure, one used the GRI content index for that purpose. Figure 4.1 
below is a visual representation of the above information.  
 







The 14 companies that disclosed the UN’s SDGs in their <IR>s did so in different 
sections in reports. One common trend of these sections was the alignment to creating 
value for stakeholders. The UN’s SDGs were included in the sections where 
companies disclosed how they create value for stakeholders.   
 
4.3.  Prioritisation of specific goals  
 
The main purpose of the <IR> is to disclose how stakeholder value is created, as 
discussed in section 4.2. A total of 17 SDGs need to be achieved by 2030. Goal 17: 
Partnerships for the goals, in particular calls for partnerships to be formed in order to 
achieve Agenda 2030. Each company will focus on the goals to which it believes it 
can make the most meaningful contribution while simultaneously creating the most 
value for its stakeholders. In order to identify the goals that should be prioritised, a 
process therefore has to be followed. Disclosure of this process would enable the 
assessment of its relevance. 
 




Figure 4.2 above summarises the results of Grading Question 2: Was a process 
disclosed that was followed by the company for identifying the SDGs that are relevant 
to its business? The six companies that were rated as excellent included the process 
used to identify the UN’s SDGs relevant to them, and the eight companies rated as 
fair disclosed the UN’s SDGs relevant to them but failed to indicate the process that 
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was followed to identify the relevant SDGs. The nine companies that were rated poor 
included only the icons of the UN’s 17 SDGs, or made no reference to them at all.  
 
Six of the 14 companies that mentioned the UN’s SDGs most relevant to them (those 
rated as excellent and fair in Figure 4.2 above), described the process they had 
followed to identifying the SDGs most relevant to them, which had been to analyse 
existing social and environmental activities, operations, corporate citizenship and 
activities that involve interaction with customers and consumers. All of these are linked 
to the focus of Agenda 2030 – people, planet and economy. In their <IR>s, five of the 
companies rated as fair, mentioned that they followed a specific process to identify the 
UN’s SDGs to which they believed they could make the most meaningful contribution 
without going into the details of the process. The other three companies made no 
mention of any process followed and included only the icons of the UN’s SDGs that 
are relevant to them.  
 
Only 14 of the 23 companies that were rated as either excellent or fair in figure 4.2, 
disclosed the UN’s SDGs that they prioritised. Table 4.1 below shows the prioritisation 
of goals by the 14 companies, from the most prioritised to the least prioritised, as 
indicated in their <IR>s and other corporate reports. For example, 14 companies 
prioritised Goal 8: Decent work and economic growth). The average number of SDGs 
prioritised by each company was five, which is less than 50%. This is a cause for 
concern as less than 10 years are left until 2030.  
 
Table 4.1 SDG ranking per goal 
 
Goal 8 Decent work and economic growth 14
Goal 13 Climate action 12
Goal 4 Quality education 10
Goal 12 Responsible consumption and production 10
Goal 9 Industry, innovation and infrastructure 9
Goal 3 Good health and well-being 8
Goal 5 Gender equality 7
Goal 17 Partnership to achieve goal 7
Goal 1 No poverty 6
Goal 6 Clean water and sanitation 6
Goal 11 Sustainable cities and communities 6
Goal 15 Life on land 6
Goal 7 Affordable and clean energy 5
Goal 10 Reduced inequality 5
Goal 2 Zero hunger 3
Goal 14 Life below water 3
Goal 16 Peace and justice among institutions 3
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The most prioritised goal, Goal 8: Decent work and economic growth, is strongly 
aligned to the purpose of any business conducted to contribute to the economy. In 
Table 4.2 below a further analysis was done to determine the prioritisation of SDGs 
per JSE industry sector.  
 




The banking and mining industries, identified in section 3.3 as the industries with the 
highest representation, prioritised most of the SDGs, both prioritising 15 out of the 17 
SDGs. Some of the SDGs were given priority over others because of the differences 
in the nature of the business operations that determine the relevance of SDGs. The 
banking, mining, general retail and mobile telecommunication industries were 
discussed based on the results in section 4.6, titled - The link between operations and 
contributions to the UN’s SDGs. These industries clearly detailed how through their 
existing operations are contributing to the UN’s SDGs. The industrial metals and 
mining, and food and drug retailer industries that prioritised 12 and 10 of the UN’s 
SDGs respectively, were not discussed in section 4.6 as the companies in those 
industries did not disclose their contributions to the achievement of the UN’s SDGs in 
their <IR>s. The general industrials and health care equipment and services industries 
did not disclose the SDGs that they prioritised.  
 
4.4.  Materiality in the <IR>  
 
In prioritising certain SDGs, the companies considered what was material to them. 
Materiality is one of the guiding principles for the preparation and presentation of the 
JSE industry sector 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 11 12 13 14 15 16 17 Total
Banks a a a a a a a a a a a a a a a 15
Mining a a a a a a a a a a a a a a a 15
Industrial metal and mining a a a a a a a a a a a a 12
Food and drug retailers a a a a a a a a a a 10
Mobile telecommunications a a a a a a a a 8
Forestry and paper a a a a a a a 7
General retailers a a a a a a a 7
Life insurance a a a a a 5
Oil and gas producers a a a a 4
Real estate investments trusts a a a a 4
General industrials      -   
Health care equipment and services      -   
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<IR> in accordance with the <IR> framework and provides guidelines on form and 
content, and how information should be presented. The <IR> was identified as the 
appropriate report for disclosure regarding the UN’s SDGs and materiality should be 
used to guide how the information should be disclosed. This section summarises the 
findings around whether materiality as defined by the <IR> framework was included in 
the <IR>s and whether it was applied in the process of identifying the relevant UN’s 
SDGs. Figure 4.3 below summarises the companies’ scores for Grading Question 3: 
Was materiality, as defined in the <IR> framework, applied in the process of identifying 
the relevant SDGs?   
 




Companies that included the UN’s SDGs in the materiality determination process and 
were rated excellent highlighted the importance of having the UN’s SDGs guide their 
materiality determination process. A fair rating was given to the companies that 
disclosed their materiality determination process but made no link to the UN’s SDGs, 
and companies that mentioned materiality but failed to disclose any materiality 
determination process were rated poor. 
 
4.5.  Contribution to the achievement of the UN’s SDGs  
 
As previously mentioned, the purpose of this study was to evaluate disclosures 
regarding contributions made towards achieving Agenda 2030. Contributions can only 
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be measured if they are described in detail and if stakeholders understand exactly how 
the company is or has been contributing. In this section, businesses’ understanding of 
the UN’s SDGs will be discussed based on how they plan to contribute or have been 
contributing to the achievement of the SDGs. Figure 4.4 below shows how the 
companies scored in Grading Question 4: Did the company disclose how it will 
contribute to the achievement of the disclosed UN SDGs?  
 




Of the 23 companies selected for this study, 12 were rated as either excellent or fair 
with regard to their disclosure of contributions to the achievement of Agenda 2030. 
Seven of the 12 companies provided detailed disclosures of how they contributed or 
planned to contribute to the UN’s SDGs, as shown above. In the case of each SDG 
that was prioritised, a description was given of what the company does to achieve a 
specific goal. Some of the companies even went a step further and discussed the 
challenges faced in trying to achieve their goals, and the mitigating plans that were 
made to overcome those challenges. One company in the banking industry allocated 
one of the SDGs it had prioritised to each of the nine executives in the company, set 
fixed targets that were included in key discussions by its board, and specified intervals 
at which progress would be monitored. The tone at the top affects the general attitude 
in an organisation and how employees react to change. Making the executives 
responsible for the management of the achievement of the goals makes it easier for 
the rest of the company to cooperate in achieving them.  
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In discussing its market drivers, risks and opportunities, one of the companies graded 
as excellent made a link to the UN’s SDGs. The contributions to the achievement of 
the SDGs were used as opportunities to address some of the risks faced by the 
company. Another company included a section that dealt with the progress made with 
the delivery of its strategy, in which the UN’s SDGs constituted an essential factor. In 
the following sections of this chapter, the contributions to the achievement of the SDGs 
will be assessed to determine whether they can be used to define best practice and 
as in input in the VNR, as mentioned in Chapter 2. The 2019 VNR indicated that the 
National Development Plan is 74% aligned with Agenda 2030 (The Presidency, 2019). 
One of the companies ranked as excellent indicated that its contribution to the UN’s 
SDGs is aligned to the National Development Plan, which further enhances the 
partnerships between government and the private sector in achieving Agenda 2030. 
These partnerships also address Goal 17: Partnerships for the goals.  
 
In Chapter 2, tools such as the SDG Compass and SDG Action Manager, which were 
developed to help companies effectively measure their performance and contributions, 
were discussed. Of the seven companies that were graded as excellent, only one 
made use of the GRI content index to disclose the measurement of its contribution to 
the SDGs. The GRI content index was developed by the GRI as a navigation tool for 
the GRI report. Each SDG was linked to the GRI guideline to which it relates and the 
contribution to the goal was described.  
 
As seen in Figure 4.4 above, the disclosures of five companies were graded as fair as 
their contributions to the SDGs were broad and were not applied to a specific SDG. 
Those companies explained what the UN’s SDGs meant to them, grouped similar 
SDGs together and described how they were contributing, or planned to contribute to 
the achievement of the group of SDGs. It should, however, be mentioned that the 
grouping of SDGs cannot be used as an input in the VNR for a specific goal as it 
applies to a broad range of goals, which dilutes the data that can be used as input for 
the VNR. The grouping of SDGs is not useful for determining whether individual SDGs 
were achieved.  
 
As shown in Figure 4.4, 11 companies did not disclose any information on how they 
are or have been contributing to Agenda 2030. These companies either disclosed all 
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17 SDGs icons in the report, or made no disclosure regarding their contribution to the 
achievement of the UN’s SDGs, which means that no conclusion could be drawn on 
whether or not they were contributing to the achievement of Agenda 2030. If it was 
simply a case of failure to disclosure contributions in the <IR>s or any other reports, 
or on their websites, the result could be incomplete data for the VNR. Since this 
research focuses on the disclosures included in the <IR>s, only the companies with 
disclosures on the UN’s SDGs will be discussed.  
 
Another question that was addressed in this section is Grading Question 5: From the 
disclosure studied in response to question 4, could a conclusion be drawn on how well 
the company understands the UN’s SDGs? Figure 4.5 illustrates how the companies 
scored.  
 




The results for this question are identical to those given in Figure 4.4 for Grading 
Question 4: Did the company disclose how it will contribute to the achievement of the 
disclosed UN SDGs? The companies that disclosed their contributions to the 
achievement of each of the SDGs identified demonstrated an understanding of the 
SDGs. Their understanding will be further assessed in section 4.6 below, where the 
link between the companies’ operations and their contributions to the achievement of 




4.6. The link between operations and contributions to the UN’s SDGs 
 
A company’s contributions to the achievement of the UN’s SDGs must be aligned with 
its operations to avoid reneging on its plan. This is directly linked to the prioritisation 
of specific goals, discussed in section 4.3. Figure 4.6 below shows how the companies 
scored with regard to Grading Question 6: How do the company’s operations align 
to its contributions to the achievement of the UN’s SDGs based on the conclusions 
made above? 
 
Figure 4.6: The link between a company’s operations and its contribution to the 




Of the seven companies rated excellent, three were in the banking industry, two in 
mining, one in general retail and one in mobile telecommunications. In order to assess 
the alignment between the SDGs and the operations, each of the four JSE industry 
sectors mentioned earlier will be examined by first summarising the SDGs prioritised 
by the industry, then examining the typical operations in the industry and finally 
determining how the contribution mentioned in the <IR> aligns with the operations.  
 
4.6.1. The banking industry and Agenda 2030 
 
The banking industry provided detailed disclosures of the alignment of its contributions 
to the achievement of the UN’s SDGs and its operations (section 4.6). As seen in 
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Table 4.2, contributions to 15 of the 17 SDGs were reported in their <IR>s. No 
information was disclosed on Goals 2 and 14. It is important to highlight the banking 
industry’s introduction of the green bond, which offers liquidity for sustainable 
development projects and thereby increases the number of parties that can contribute 
to the achievement of the UN’s SDGs. The banking industry is key to the economy as 
it provides liquidity. Target 1.4 of Goal 1: No poverty, speaks to ensuring that all 
people, regardless of their gender, will have access to basic resources that enable 
them to own land, property and other assets, and access to financing offered by the 
banking industry. In their <IR>s, banks contributed to Goal 1 by aligning themselves 
with global trade corridors to facilitate trade, provide liquidity and allow for blended 
financing by bringing together government funds and private financing.  
 
Corporate social investment (hereafter “CSI”) is key in the agendas of most of the 
selected listed companies.  All companies want to be seen as using resources for the 
benefit of others. Goal 3: Good health and well-being, calls for a reduction in mortality 
rates of new-borns and children under the age of five years, and an end to AIDS, TB 
and malaria. Through its CSI projects, the banking industry has contributed to the 
achievement of this goal by providing financing for advanced medical equipment, 
building health facilities and sponsoring medical services in remote areas to ensure 
access to health care for all. It also takes part in projects raising funds for the 
improvement of maternal health facilities. Through their CSI projects banks have 
managed to meet the Goal 3 targets.  
 
Goal 4: Quality education aims to ensure that both genders have equal and affordable 
access to quality education. Through its CSI projects, the banking industry provides 
student financing and funding for the construction of student accommodation to ensure 
access to education for everyone. In contributing to the achievement of this goal, the 
banks have also contributed to Goal 17: Partnerships for the goals by forming 
partnerships with other for-profit and non-profit organisations to run programmes to 
improve literacy in schools in remote areas.  
Contributing to Goal 5: Gender equality is to some extent addressed by the other 
goals that ensure equal access to resources for both genders. The disclosures in the 
<IR> regarding specific contributions to Goal 5 are not clear. Indirect contributions to 
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Goal 5 through other goals also address the elimination of discrimination against 
women.  
 
By providing financing and banking facilities that allowed organisations such as Rand 
Water to undertake projects to ensure access to safe and affordable water, the 
banking industry contributed and continues to contribute to the achievement of Goal 
6: Clean water and sanitation. The banking industry has provided the means for the 
bodies responsible for providing water to fulfil their obligations. During the COVID-19 
pandemic these organisations were called upon to ensure access to safe water for all 
to help combat the spread of the virus. Partnerships with other organisations also 
contribute to the achievement of Goal 17: Partnerships for the goals.  
 
Sustainability is a key factor in Agenda 2030 and Goal 7: Affordable and clean energy 
calls for access to affordable and clean energy for all. In South Africa, energy is 
expensive and its supply unreliable, and not all citizens have access to electricity. The 
main resource used locally for the generation of electricity is coal, which causes 
serious pollution. Other sources of energy, such as nuclear energy, have been 
explored, but the significant risk posed to communities by the presence of nuclear 
power plants could not be mitigated. Goal 7 is challenging, especially in South Africa, 
but the banking industry has been making progress in contributing to the achievement 
of this goal. The industry has provided financing for renewable energy projects such 
as solar parks that will add to the national energy grid and provide a safer, cleaner and 
more stable source of energy. The affordability of energy and access to energy in 
remote areas has not yet been addressed.  
 
Goal 8: Decent work and economic growth was given top priority, as shown in Table 
4.2: Prioritisation per JSE industry sector. This goal is directly linked to the operations 
of any business and the main aim is to make a profit and contribute to the economy, 
for which a labour force is required. The banking industry is the backbone of the 
economy and contributes through increasing access to capital, increasing and 
facilitating investments, and forming partnerships with global players such as China. 
In supporting businesses, the banking industry has introduced a number of solutions 
to facilitate faster payments and speed up the processing of information, which has 
enabled businesses of all sizes to do business efficiently, effectively and timeously. 
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By partnering with initiatives focused on youth employment, the banking industry also 
contributed to the creation of jobs, thereby decreasing unemployment in South Africa. 
Partnerships in the banking and financial services industries have been used to 
contribute towards the achievement of Goal 8 by introducing programmes targeted at 
commercialising small informal businesses in townships and small-scale farmers, thus 
enabling them to contribute to the economy.  
 
The banking industry is highly innovative with regard to the introduction of new ways 
to bank faster and smarter, and make banking accessible to all potential users, 
including those in remote areas. They do not focus on banking only, but also on other 
industries and government departments, such as mobile telecommunications, health 
care and mining, by providing financing to enable them to acquire the latest 
technologies and develop infrastructure such as railways and roads. Such financial 
assistance enables the provision of infrastructure that is accessible to all and makes 
it possible for them to contribute to the other SDGs. In their <IR>s, banks indicated 
that they contribute to Goal 9: Industry, innovation and infrastructure by providing 
financing to other industries, as already mentioned, and by increasing access to basic 
and sustainable resources such as solar energy in remote areas.  
 
Goal 10: Reduced inequalities is covered by most of the other SDGs that address 
equal and equitable access to resources for all. The most important aspect of this goal 
is its inclusiveness. In their <IR>s, the banks disclosed that they contribute to this goal 
through financial inclusion, which has been addressed through the funding of the 
mobile telecommunications industry that develops and implements infrastructure that 
facilitates digital banking, which allows all South Africans, even those in remote areas, 
access to banking services. The large migrant population of South Africa also needs 
to send money to their families back home and banks have introduced solutions to 
allow for this flow of funds, thereby promoting social and economic inclusion of all 
regardless of nationality.  
 
Goal 11: Sustainable cities and communities, focuses on sustainable urbanisation to 
combat poverty. In this regard the banking industry has contributed by providing 
funding to enable the government to build affordable housing. By investing in 
technology for smart cities, the banking industry has also contributed to Goal 9: 
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Industry, innovation and infrastructure. Smart cities will contribute positively to the 
quality of life of citizens and the use of technology will facilitate the collection of data 
that will be used to assess the needs of communities and make real-time decisions to 
address those needs. Banks have also contributed to the development of sustainable 
cities and communities by providing funding for renewable and sustainable sources of 
energy.  
 
Agenda 2030 calls for the sustainable use of the planet’s resources to ensure their 
continued availability for future generations. This requires businesses to reconsider 
how they operate so as to avoid negative impacts on society and the environment. 
Goal 12: Responsible consumption and production requires businesses to adopt safer 
and more sustainable ways of operating. The banking industry has contributed to Goal 
12 by providing financing to the recycling sector. The availability of financing enables 
the sector to increase its operations to recycle more materials, thus reducing damage 
to the environment. The banking industry also contributes to the development of the 
agricultural industry through partnerships involved in research on sustainable farming 
and support to emerging farmers so that they can contribute to the economy.  
 
Worth mentioning is the disclosure in the <IR> of the introduction of the Carbon Tax 
Act in South Africa, which came into effect in June 2019 (South African Government, 
2019). In terms of this Act, taxes are levied on businesses with high carbon emissions 
to encourage them to find more sustainable ways of operating. The banking industry 
has further contributed to Goal 13: Climate action, which calls for the strengthening of 
plans for dealing with the negative effects of things like natural disasters by providing 
financing for small-scale projects to generate renewable energy and reduce the 
carbon footprint. A reduction in the carbon footprint will result in a reduction in disasters 
that occur as a result of the damage caused to the ozone layer by the hazardous 
effects of non-renewable energy sources. The reduction of disasters that might 
destroy housing and infrastructure will also have a positive effect on the health and 
well-being of the communities, and the growth of the economy.  
Goal 15: Life on land is most affected by the issue of sustainability. Land is a vital 
source of life. It is on land that houses are built, and food is grown in soil. Without land 
there would be no food and no life, therefore it is essential to use land in a way that is 
sustainable and will not endanger human and animal life. Through partnerships with 
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global and local organisations that focus on the sustainable use of resources the 
banking industry has been providing funding for programmes devised to conserve and 
protect natural resources like soil and water. These programmes prioritise the 
development of ways to preserve scarce resources such as water and support 
communities that rely on them for their livelihood. As mentioned in Chapter 3, mining 
and banking are the industries that make the most significant contributions to the 
national economy. By contributing to the achievement of Goal 15, the banking industry 
has provided the mining industry with financial guarantees for the rehabilitation of land 
once mining operations have ended. The rehabilitation of mining sites helps to restore 
the land to a state in which it can be utilised for agricultural activities to support local 
communities.  
 
In a world faced with many injustices, such as gender-based violence and the 
exploitation of children, Goal 16: Peace, justice and strong institutions, calls mainly for 
a significant reduction in all forms of injustice and adherence to the rule of law. The 
banking industry focused on target 16.8, which relates to global governance. Their 
approach to sustainability has been guided by bodies such as the UN Global Compact 
(2019) and by industry best practices, as explained in the National Development Plan.  
 
Goal 17: Partnerships for the goals calls for the pooling of resources to contribute to 
the achievement of Agenda 2030. The main focus is on assisting developing countries 
with resources to enable them to meet the 2030 deadline. Through its contributions to 
the achievement of other goals, the banking industry has shown how it has formed 
partnerships to make available resources for development in less developed areas. It 
has applied an inclusive approach to balance the needs of its stakeholders and 
increase the impact of its contribution to Agenda 2030.  
 
 The banking industry provides liquidity through the provision of funding and 
sustainable banking solutions and facilities. It has funded and partnered with industries 
that have contributed to the achievement of the UN’s SDGs. For each goal to which a 
contribution was indicated in the <IR>, the contribution had been made through the 
provision of funding or banking facilities to another industry or the national 
government. The banking industry’s contributions are aligned to their operations, and 
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from the above it can be concluded that the industry understands the UN’s SDGs and 
how contributions to the achievement of Agenda 2030 can be made.  
 
4.6.2. The mining industry and Agenda 2030 
 
In its <IR>s and sustainability reports the mining industry, like the banking industry, 
disclosed its contributions to 15 of the 17 SDGs. There was no disclosure on goals 2 
and 7. From the beginning this industry has focused on sustainability due to the nature 
of its operations, which disturb the land and can produce harmful emissions into the 
atmosphere. The mining industry has always prepared sustainability reports in which 
they disclosed how sustainability issues resulting from the impact of their operations 
were addressed. Therefore, the only matter that now needs to be addressed is how 
their current sustainability practices align with Agenda 2030 and how they have been 
contributing to the achievement of the UN’s SDGs.  
 
The mining industry has contributed to Goal 1: No poverty by creating employment to 
uplift the communities around their operations and ensuring that their workers earn 
more than the minimum wage to improve their quality of life. It has also contributed by 
changing procurement policies to allow the surrounding communities to be suppliers 
for its operations. Through its CSI projects, the mining industry has donated to 
programmes aimed at improving the wellbeing and health of the communities around 
them and building infrastructure such as schools, roads and clinics. The legitimacy 
theory discussed in Chapter 2 plays a major role when it comes to the mining industry’s 
contribution to sustainability. The social contract that is entered into by the mining 
industry and the communities around them requires them to improve the quality of life 
of the members of those communities by providing employment and essential 
infrastructure.  
 
Safety first is a mantra in the mining industry, which aims to ensure the safest possible 
working conditions and provides support on a more personal level by creating 
awareness of TB and HIV/AIDS. The industry promotes the testing of employees and 
families for the aforementioned conditions and supports community health initiatives. 
The contributions made to the achievement of Goal 3: Good health and well-being, as 
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disclosed in the <IR>s, focus mainly on the employees, their families and the 
communities living around their operations.  
 
Through the provision of bursaries, funding for skills development, schools and CSI 
projects aimed at youth development, the mining industry has contributed to the 
achievement of Goal 4: Quality education. These contributions have allowed access 
to education in often remote areas that would otherwise have remained undeveloped.  
 
The representation of women in executive and senior management positions in JSE- 
listed companies has been a topic of discussion for years without much traction being 
made in ensuring gender equality on the boards. Goal 5: Gender equality calls for 
equal access to resources and opportunities for all, regardless of gender. In their 
<IR>s and sustainability reports, mining companies disclosed that they have 
contributed and are contributing to the achievement of this goal through programmes 
such as Women in Mining. These programmes focus on promoting the integration of 
women into the workplace, mainly in senior management and executive positions. 
Programmes to address issues such as gender-based violence are also in place to 
assist with restoring the dignity of victims of this kind of violence and eliminating any 
form of harassment in the workplace.  
 
All water use, except for water used for basic human needs and to keep the water 
ecosystem functioning, has to be authorised by the Department of Water and 
Sanitation (Department of Water and Sanitation, 2016). Mines use water in their 
operations and have to apply for Water Use Licences (hereafter “WULs”). Their WULs 
require mining companies to pump the excess groundwater to the surrounding 
communities and farms after treating it, to ensure access to safe and affordable water 
for the communities. In their <IR>s, the mining industry has disclosed that some of the 
mining operations contribute to Goal 6: Clean water and sanitation by using treated 
sewerage water to increase the volume of water pumped to the communities.  
 
The mining industry is highly regulated, and mineworkers belong to unions that 
advocate for safe, inclusive and healthy work environments. As disclosed in their 
<IR>s, companies in the mining industry have contributed to Goal 8: Decent work and 
economic growth by providing healthy work environments and contributing to youth 
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development programmes aimed at increasing the skill set required for their 
operations. Tax contributions received from the mining industry have enabled 
government to promote economic growth and create employment opportunities for the 
previously disadvantaged population of South Africa. The mining industry also 
contributed to economic growth by changing their procurement policies to empower 
the communities around them by giving them preference as suppliers.  
 
The mining industry contributed to Goal 9: Industry, innovation and infrastructure by 
implementing technologies that enable them to mine more safely, efficiently and 
sustainably, which reduced costs and made more funds available to support other 
programmes aimed at delivering on other SDGs. The mining industry also partnered 
with the transport and logistics industry to find smarter and faster ways to transport 
their products to customers. Companies in the mining industry have unfortunately not 
disclosed much in their <IR>s and sustainability reports on how they are contributing 
to Goal 9.  
 
The mining industry has continued to contribute to Goal 10: Reduced inequalities by 
addressing the wage gap between men and women. New remuneration structures 
have led to an improved Gini co-efficient in comparison with the rest of the world 
(Statistics South Africa, 2019). A Gini co-efficient is a measure used to show how the 
income of the citizens of a country is distributed. In order to meet this goal, the industry 
has also introduced training that ensures that all the business requirements are met, 
regardless of the gender of the person responsible for the job. To address inequalities, 
recruitment strategies and policies have also been updated to make them more 
inclusive.  
 
Contributions to Goal 11: Sustainable cities and communities disclosed in the <IR>s 
and sustainability reports focus on socio-economic development programmes, which 
include the development of health and safety infrastructure such as hospitals, and 
investment in educational programmes to develop human capital for the mining 
industry. Investment in renewable sources such as solar energy in remote areas is 
also disclosed in the <IR>s and sustainability reports. By contributing to Goal 11, the 
mining industry also supports the government in responding to natural disasters and 
assisting and restoring the affected communities. 
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The mining industry contributes to Goal 12: Responsible consumption and production 
by developing sustainable mining plans. Plans are in place to reduce general waste to 
landfill and to restore natural resources that have been impacted by the gas and dust 
emissions from mining operations. This contribution to Goal 12 has a direct link to 
what is disclosed in the <IR>s and sustainability reports on contributions to Goal 13: 
Climate action. Contributions to Goal 13 are focused on the reduction of the carbon 
footprint by introducing policies to reduce emissions of greenhouse gas and counter 
the effects of other hazardous waste on the environment and climate. These 
contributions are aligned to the operations of the mining industry and are best 
positioned to reduce negative impacts on the climate.  
 
The <IR>s and sustainability reports contain no detailed disclosures regarding the 
mining industry’s contribution to Goal 14: Life below water. However, it was disclosed 
that a significant portion of the water used is recycled water, which is in compliance 
with the WULs, and that special attention is given to ensuring that mining activities do 
not adversely affect water sources. Contaminated water is harmful to the environment 
and to humans in the surrounding communities. Before putting water back into 
circulation, it is therefore essential for mining companies to ensure that it is safe for 
use by the communities in their vicinity.  
 
The mining industry’s main contribution to Goal 15: Life on land is the rehabilitation 
and restoration of the land once mining operations have ended. The support received 
from other industries, such as the banking industry that provides financial guarantees 
for the rehabilitation of mines, makes it possible for mining companies to restore the 
land. Most mining companies have started implementing concurrent rehabilitation to 
reduce their liability on closure and ensure that there is no delay in the rehabilitation 
process. Significant amounts of money have been spent by the mining industry on 
restoring land and making it useful for other activities, such as farming. Agricultural 
activities on land previously occupied by mining operations contribute to the economy 
and the quality of life of local communities.  
 
In their <IR>s and sustainability reports, the mining industry disclosed that through the 
respect shown for human rights and their commitment to ensuring the transparency of 
their operations they contribute to Goal 16: Peace, justice and strong institutions. No 
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other indication is given of contributions to this goal. However, the contribution to other 
goals such as Goal 5, which focuses on ending any form of harassment, can also be 
seen as a contribution to Goal 16.  
 
With regard to its contribution to Goal 17: Partnerships for the goals, the mining 
industry’s <IR>s and sustainability reports disclosed that their tax contributions make 
it possible for communities to have access to health care, water, sanitation and 
education, which enhances their quality of life.  
 
Based on the above, it can be concluded that the mining industry is contributing to the 
achievement of the UN’s SDGs in the best way possible, and that their contributions 
are aligned to their operations. Since current sustainability practices are aligned to the 
SDGs, the industry can continue to contribute as part of its normal operations.  
 
4.6.3. The mobile telecommunications industry and Agenda 2030  
 
Companies in the mobile telecommunications industry (hereafter telecoms industry) 
disclosed their contribution to eight of the 17 SDGs as shown in Table 4.2. As already 
discussed under section 4.6.1, the banking industry provided the necessary funding 
to enable the telecoms industry to acquire the latest technologies, thus enabling it to 
be an industry leader. The telecoms industry ensures connectivity across cities, 
regions, countries and continents, and enables the flow of information to those who 
need it.  
 
To contribute to the achievement of Goal 3: Good health and wellbeing, the telecoms 
industry has developed solutions aimed at assisting the health care industry with the 
monitoring of stock levels, facilitating the process of sending treatment to patients and 
managing immunisation programmes in Africa. The development of applications that 
assist with linking information collected by health workers to the health system is 
another way in which the telecoms industry contributes to Goal 3. This also addresses 
Goal 17: Partnerships for all goals. As discussed above, the telecoms industry 
partnered with the health care industry to provide solutions to assist with the 




The telecoms industry also contributes to Goal 4: Quality education by developing 
platforms to facilitate learning by making use of smartphones, tablets and PCs. 
Applications that provide real-time data on the availability of resources and facilitate 
the better management of resources, for example school management applications, 
have also been developed. Through partnerships with the government, the telecoms 
industry has provided internet access and information and communications 
technology (ICT) equipment, and training to users in remote areas. As part of its CSI 
projects, the telecoms industry also supports education initiatives in remote areas.  
 
To contribute to the achievement of Goal 5: Gender equality, the telecoms industry 
provides affordable connectivity and added benefits, such as phone and funeral cover, 
to domestic workers. The industry has also launched services aimed at new and 
expectant mothers to provide them with information about maternal, neonatal and child 
health care, and in partnership with the government it has established a 24-hour call 
centre to provide support to and counselling for victims of gender-based violence.  
 
The telecoms industry has provided training to a significant number of unemployed 
people in ICT-related fields to enable them to find employment or create sustainable 
businesses. The industry has also provided support to small and medium-sized 
businesses to enable them to contribute to the economy and has made skills training 
available to young girls from impoverished communities to empower them. All these 
activities can be seen as the telecoms industry’s contribution to the achievement of 
Goal 8: Decent work and economic growth.  
 
To contribute to the achievement of Goal 9: Industry, innovation and infrastructure, 
the telecoms industry provides technologically advanced solutions to most of the other 
industries, such as health care, transport and logistics, for end-to-end services across 
the supply chain. The telecoms industry is the hub for innovation. It supports the 
banking industry by providing platforms on which mobile banking services can be 
performed and is committed to increasing its network coverage to rural areas.  
 
Through the development of platforms, software and management services aimed at 
improving and facilitating the flow of information, the telecoms industry contributes to 
the achievement of Goal 11: Sustainable cities and communities. In partnership with 
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municipalities, an electronic platform was created to enable citizens to make service 
delivery requests and monitor progress, which improves the management of 
municipalities. Software has been developed to link small-scale farmers to the value 
chain and empower them by enabling them to increase productivity and create 
employment to contribute to the economy.  
 
The telecoms industry has contributed to the achievement of Goal 13: Climate action 
through the use of solar-powered sites that reduce greenhouse gas emissions and 
provide a sustainable source of energy. To raise awareness of the need to save 
energy, energy-saving and sustainable practices have been adopted in all buildings. 
The telecoms industry also tracks its vehicles in real time to encourage responsible 
driving and increase fuel efficiency in order to reduce carbon emissions.  
 
In their <IR>s the participating companies from the telecoms industry disclosed their 
contributions to the achievement of Goal 17: Partnerships for all goals. The link 
between contributions to this and other goals was highlighted. Some form of 
partnership relating to the achievement of each of the goals was discussed. 
Partnerships with other industries enhanced the quality of the telecoms industry’s 
contributions to the achievement of the UN’s SDGs.  
 
4.6.4. The general retail industry and Agenda 2030 
 
According to Table 4.2, the general retail industry (hereafter retail industry) disclosed 
contributions to the achievement of seven of the 17 SDGs in its <IR>s. Since everyone 
needs food and clothing, the retail industry makes a significant contribution to the 
national economy and is also a major employer. As corporate citizens, companies in 
the retail industry are committed to sustainable practices and contributing to the UN’s 
SDGs.  
To contribute to the achievement of Goal 1: No poverty, the retail industry has made 
donations to assist programmes aimed at empowering unemployed citizens by 
enabling them to gain financial independence and fend for themselves. As a major 




As part of its CSI projects, the retail industry contributes to Goal 3: Good health and 
well-being by funding the development of hospitals and clinics. By investing in staff 
training and development and funding other educational programmes through the CSI 
projects, the retail industry contributes to the achievement of Goal 4: Quality 
education. Goal 5: Gender equality is also addressed by the retail industry’s CSI 
projects and the support of programmes aimed at empowering unemployed women 
and increasing the number of women in their workforce.  
 
As retail operations are extended to new areas, new opportunities for employment are 
created. Since the retail industry’s policies encompass diversity and inclusion, it 
contributes to the achievement of Goal 8: Decent work and economic growth. The 
industry also supports programmes that assist young and upcoming entrepreneurs to 
develop sustainable businesses.  
 
In its <IR>s the retail industry stated that it contributes to Goal 12: Responsible 
consumption and production by recycling and re-using of damaged goods and 
packaging and urging suppliers to commit to sustainable environmental practices. 
Attempts are also made to reduce the bulk of packaging. Furthermore, it also evident 
when visiting retail stores that customers are encouraged to use recyclable or bio-
degradable shopping bags. 
 
The last goal addressed in the <IR>s is Goal 13: Climate change. The retail industry 
contributes to attempts to combat climate change by using energy-saving lighting and 
renewable energy to reduce consumption where possible, and the industry has 
succeeded in meeting the electricity reduction targets set. Attempts are also being 
made to reduce carbon emissions when merchandise passes through the supply 
chain.  
 
It is clear that the retail industry has managed to contribute to the achievement of the 
UN’s SDGs and that its contributions are aligned to its operations. Although its 
contributions were disclosed, the disclosures lacked the detailed information that is 
necessary to conclude that the industry representatives fully understand the 




Section 4.6 focused on the link between a company’s operations and its contribution 
to the UN’s SDGs, the next section will focus on the link between strategy and 
contribution on the UN’s SDGs.   
 
4.7. The link between strategy and contribution the UN’s SDGs 
 
Strategy defines the purpose of a company and what it needs to do in order to 
succeed. Strategy drives the company’s direction and the alignment between its 
contribution to the achievement of the UN’s SDGs and its operations. Figure 4.7 below 
shows how each company scored for Grading Question 7: Was the company’s 
strategy explained and disclosed in the <IR>, and how well does it align to the 
company’s contribution to achieving the UN’s SDGs? 
 
Figure 4.7: The link between strategy and contribution to the achievement of the 




Companies that included an explanation of their strategy and linked this to the UN’s 
SDGs were rated excellent. A rating of fair was given to companies that had included 
a detailed explanation of their strategy in the <IR> as prescribed by the <IR> 
framework, but made no link to the UN’s SDGs. The companies that did not give a 
detailed explanation of the strategy were rated poor. The seven companies that were 
rated excellent are the same companies that had included details of their contributions 
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to the achievement of the UN’s SDGs in their <IR>s, as discussed in section 4.6 and 
presented in Figure 4.6.  
 
Each of the four industries was evaluated in terms of its strategy and how well it was 
aligned to the contributions made to the achievement of the UN’s SDGs. In their <IR>s, 
the banking industry disclosed how the running of successful, sustainable businesses 
needs a thriving economy, a healthy, functional society and an awareness of the need 
to protect the environment. Success in these three areas is essential for sustainability, 
and therefore for the achievement of Agenda 2030. The banking industry sees its 
contributions to the UN’s SDGs as the main drivers of its businesses that enable it to 
deliver on its strategy, and the mining industry’s sustainability strategy, which is 
aligned to the UN’s SDGs, focuses on sustainable mining processes that protect 
society and the environment. The retail industry has used its CSI and enterprise 
development strategy to contribute to the achievement of Agenda 2030, whereas the 
telecoms industry has contributed by empowering a connected society. Overall, all the 
various industries have aligned their strategies to contribute to the achievement of the 
UN’s SDGs.  
 
4.8. Conclusion  
 
This chapter dealt with the responses to the questions in Appendix B: Grading 
questions around the disclosure of the UN’s SDG’s in the <IR>s of 23 JSE-listed 
companies. The disclosures were contained in the <IR>s, the sustainability reports 
and the GRI content indices. Some of the companies that mentioned the UN’s SDGs 
that were relevant to them unfortunately did not disclose how they had contributed to 
the achievement of the various goals. Therefore section 4.6 focused on the industries 
that actually disclosed how they had contributed to the SDGs they prioritised. The 
assessment indicated that all the companies demonstrated an understanding of the 




CHAPTER 5: CONCLUSION 
 
5.1. Introduction  
 
In this chapter a conclusion will be drawn on whether the research findings adequately 
addressed the research objectives and topics for future related studies will be 
proposed. The purpose of this study was to examine the <IR>s of 23 selected JSE-
listed companies to determine their contributions to the achievement of the UN’s 17 
SDGs with a view to achieving the goals of Agenda 2030, and whether these 
contributions can be used to define best practice and as input into the VNRs.  
 
5.2.  Discussion of the results  
 
According to the UN Global Compact, businesses have a significant role to play in the 
achievement of Agenda 2030. Disclosures of contributions to the UN’s SDGs in <IR>s 
and other corporate reports simplify the process of collecting information to determine 
the progress made towards achieving Agenda 2030. The inclusion of SDG reporting, 
with specific guidelines, in the <IR> framework will ensure that at least all the JSE- 
listed companies will disclose their contributions in their <IR>s or other corporate 
reports. This will also increase awareness around the disclosure of contributions 
towards the achievement of the UN’s SDGs, even by companies that are not listed on 
the JSE but do prepare <IR>s or other reports in which they disclose information on 
their contributions to the economy, society and the environment.  
 
According to the findings discussed in Chapter 4, only seven of the 23 companies 
selected for the study provided detailed disclosures of their contributions towards the 
achievement of the UN’s SDGs. Those seven companies represented the mining, 
banking, telecoms and retail industries. The results in section 4.6 indicate that the 
disclosures by only seven of the 23 companies provided sufficient information on how 
businesses contribute to Agenda 2030 through their operations and the alignment of 
their strategies to the UN’s SDGs. It was also clear from the results that by allocating 
resources to benefit other parties as part of their CSI projects, companies have long 




As indicated in Chapter 2, South Africa, in an attempt to reverse and rectify the 
adverse effects of the apartheid era, is committed to Agenda 2030 and is one of the 
countries that volunteered to table VNRs to the UN’s HLPF. The disclosures in the 
<IR>s of the seven private sector companies that provided detailed disclosures can 
be used as an input into the VNR. These contributions, in the form of official 
documents such as annual reports or other data, are provided to Statistics South Africa 
and the Department of Planning, Monitoring and Evaluation for the compilation of the 
South African VNR. The process of preparing the VNR was done in 2 phases. Phase 
1 involved the process of collecting data, analysing and validating it. A process which 
was led Statistics South Africa. The second phase, led by the Department of Planning, 
Monitoring and Evaluation, involved the actual drafting of the VNR after expanding 
stakeholder engagement.  
 
5.3.  Proposed future studies in this field 
 
The limitations of the study, discussed in section 7 of Chapter 1, can also be further 
explored in further studies. This study included only JSE-listed companies, but 
companies that are not listed also prepare <IR>s that may contain better disclosures 
on contributions made towards the achievement of the UN’s SDGs. Different results 
will be obtained if the sample is extended to include all JSE-listed companies across 
all industries.  
 
Although most companies have been contributing to the UN’s SDGs through their CSI 
projects, as indicated in the results in Chapter 4, further studies need to be undertaken 
to establish whether their contributions have increased or decreased since 2016, when 
Agenda 2030 become effective. The outbreak of the corona virus late in 2019, which 
soon developed into a global pandemic (COVID-19) had an adverse effect on the 
world economy and deprived millions of people of their livelihoods. The closure of 
many businesses impacted the progress that would have been made towards the 
achievement of Agenda 2030. Lockdown regulations implemented in response to the 
Disaster Management Act 57 of 2002 had an adverse effect on the South African 
society and economy. Only one company in the banking industry disclosed the impact 
of the COVID-19 outbreak on its contribution to the UN’s SDGs in its <IR>. The effects 
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COVID-19 on the achievement of Agenda 2030 globally is another topic that needs to 
be explored.  
 
As reported in Chapter 4, only one company used the GRI content index to disclose 
its contribution towards the achievement of the UN’s SDGs. The GRI content index 
based on the GRI guidelines is focused on sustainability. Therefore, another avenue 
that can be explored is how more companies can make use of the GRI content index 
to disclose their contributions to the UN’s SDGs. 
 
5.4.  Conclusion  
 
With this study of the disclosures in the <IR>s of seven of the 23 selected JSE-listed 
companies that provided details on how they contributed to the achievement of the 
UN’s SDGs, the research objectives were met. Increased disclosure of contributions 
made by companies towards achieving the UN’s SDGs will be beneficial to those 
companies as they will be seen as fulfilling the social contract and this will increase 
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Appendix A: List of top-rated companies in EY’s Excellence in Integrated 
Reporting Awards 2019 
 
Company JSE industry sector JSE ICB 
ABSA Bank Limited  Banks Financials 
Anglo American Platinum Limited  Mining Resources 
Anglo American Plc  Mining Resources 
Exxaro Resources Limited  Oil and gas producers Resources 
Glencore Plc  Mining Resources 
Gold Fields Limited  Mining Resources 
Impala Platinum Holdings Limited  Mining Resources 
Kumba Iron Ore Limited  Industrial metals and mining Resources 
Liberty Holdings Limited  Life insurance Industrials 
Life Healthcare Group Holdings Ltd  Health care equipment and services Industrials 
Nedbank Group Limited  Banks Financials 
Netcare Limited Health care equipment and services Industrials 
Oceana Group Limited  Food producers Industrials 
Pick N Pay Stores Limited  Food and drug retailers Industrials 
Redefine Properties Limited  Real estate investment trusts Industrials 
Reunert Limited General industrials Industrials 
Sappi Limited  Forestry and paper Industrials 
Sasol Limited  Oil and gas producers Resources 
Standard Bank Group Limited  Banks Financials  
Telkom SA SOC Limited  Fixed-line telecommunications Industrials 
Truworths International Limited  General retailers Industrials 
Vodacom Group Limited  Mobile telecommunications Industrials 
Woolworths Holdings Limited  General retailers Industrials 
 






Appendix B: Grading questions  
 
Excellent = 3 points; Fair = 2 points; Poor = 1 point  
 
1. Were the 2030 United Nations’ Sustainable Development Goals (UN’s SDGs) 
included in the <IR>, and in which section were they included? 
 
 
2. Was a process disclosed that was followed by the company for identifying the 
SDGs that are relevant to its business?  
 
 
3. Was materiality, as defined in the <IR> framework, applied in the process of 
identifying the relevant SDGs?  
 
 
4. Did the company disclose how it will contribute to the achievement of the 
disclosed UN SDGs?  
 
Excellent: The UN SDGs were disclosed in the <IR>.
Fair: The UN's SDGs were mentioned in the <IR>. 
Poor: The UN's SDGs were neither disclosed nor mentioned in 
the <IR>. 
Excellent: A clear process was described that was followed to 
identify the relevant SDGs.
Fair: The relevant UN SDGs were mentioned, but no clear 
process was described.
Poor: No relevant UN SDGs were mentioned. Only the icons of 
the 17 goals were included in the report, or there was no 
disclosure of the UN's SDGs
Excellent: Materiality was explicilty mentioned and the concept 
was correctly applied.
Fair: Materiality was mentioned, but the concept was not clearly 
or correctly applied.
Poor: Materiality was not applied in the process of identifying 
the relevant SDGs. 
Excellent: Each SDG mentioned in the <IR> was followed by 
an explanation of how the company will contribute to achieving 
it. 
Fair: Similar SDGs were grouped together and explanations 
were given of how the company will contribute to achieving 
them. 




5. From the disclosure studied in response to question 4, could a conclusion be 
drawn on how well the company understands the UN’s SDGs? 
 
 
6. How do the company’s operations align to its contributions to the achievement 
of the UN’s SDGs based on the conclusions made above?  
 
 
7. Was the company’s strategy explained and disclosed in the <IR>, and how well 












Excellent: It could be concluded that the company understands 
the UN's SDGs.
Fair: The company did not fully understand the UN's SDGs or 
misinterpreted them.
Poor: The company did not understand the UN's SDGs.
Excellent: There is a clear alignment.
Fair: The alignment is not clear and leaves gray areas.
Poor: There is no alignment. 
Excellent: The strategy was explained and aligned to the UN's 
SDGs. 
Fair: The strategy was explained, but there was no clear 
alignment to the UN's SDGs.
Poor: The strategy was not explained and a conclusion could 
not be drawn. 
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